The article describes the ETC/CDS (European Topic Centre on Catalogue of Data Sources) current developments in the field of European environmental information, according to the European Environment Agency (EEA) needs and tasks. The objectives of the project are presented, together with the work done and results achieved. The future planned activities are also set and explained.
The work of the European Topic Centre on Catalogue of Data Sources (ETC/CDS) is guided by the taskforce of the European Environment Agency (EEA) to provide up-to-date, harmonised, reliable information on the state of the environment, relevant on a European scale. To achieve this, the EIONET network (European Environment Information and Observation Network) is being built, consisting of approximately 500 institutions. The focus lies on the nine media-oriented European Topic Centres as well as on the contribution of 18 National Focal Points.
The ETC/CDS is built as a consortium of 11 partners from Austria, Germany, Italy, Spain, Sweden and The Netherlands. The central task is to conceptualise and implement a locator system (meta information system) for European environmental information. The subtasks consist of developing software for collection (WinCDS) and retrieval (WebCDS) of environmental metadata, establishing a multilingual European thesaurus (GEMET) and terminology and coding. Parallel, selection criteria to establish and fill a database of metadata relevant for the European demand are under way.
Before starting this work, agreements were necessary on how to commonly describe and exchange these environmental metadata. Through co-operation with different initiatives inside and outside the EEA network, a proposal on a common datamodel was achieved and transferred into software development. Mandatory fields in line with the GILS, GELOS and DUBLIN CORE initiatives were agreed on in November 1996.
The CDS datamodel distinguishes between the core level and level 1 and level 2 annexes. The core level consists of 13 mandatory fields which represent a brief description of the data source and the address information. In level 1, detailed information on spatial, temporal and technical aspects of the data source is attached. Core level and level 1 form the basis for the CDS software which is currently in use within the EIONET. The CDS is also offered to member states to support their national metadata initiatives or to other users. The level 2 annexe gives the opportunity to define customised additional requirements.
ETC/CDS promotes different levels of metadata integration in order to be able to communicate with comparable national and supranational initiatives. The EEA (Figure 1 ) and the ETC/CDS (Figure 2 ) makes its customers and partners the following offer: as a smallest common denominator they are requested to use the same mandatory fields. A medium level of harmonisation would be to utilise the ETC/CDS datamodel and modify it within their own application. The ETC/CDS software itself is offered free of charge and participation in future development is appreciated. The Standardised General Markup Language (SGML) has been selected as the standard input/output format to achieve a seamless transfer of metadata between different applications.
Different tools to enable and support the work of data collection and dissemination have been developed and are maintained.
The General European Multilingual Environment Thesaurus (GEMET) is the indexing, retrieval and control tool for the CDS. It is conceived as a "general thesaurus", aiming to define a common general language. It is available in version 1.0 and now includes 5,000 descriptors in nine languages, arranged in a classification scheme made of grouphierarchy and themes. Definitions for the descriptors are supplied by the terminological experts. It will be extended to 13 European languages in the coming year.
The WinCDS is an ACCESS based software for metadata input. It is built on the datamodel version 2.0 and allows the description of the locator records, the indexing with GEMET, searching and printing results, as well as import and export of databases.
The WebCDS is the JAVA-based retrieval system for the metadata collected with the WinCDS. It provides global access to the CDS data via the World Wide Web (WWW).
Crucial for the success of all these efforts is the effective and targeted collection of metadata. At this time the instruments are up and running, the data collection is under way. Relevant data from the EIONET partners is collected, harmonised and made available for the work within the network and for information needs of the public. In the first stage, data from the ETCs and the EEA are incorporated in the system. This will be extended shortly to the National Focal Points (NFPs).
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The WWW plays a key role in access and dissemination of metadata. Modern concepts of data retrieval using JAVA tools have already been implemented in the WebCDS and will be extended in the future. The cooperation with the community of earth observation data providers and users has started and offers the opportunity to combine accessibility of environmental metadata with earth observation metadata. Furthermore, it supplies the tools to inter-operate between distributed catalogue systems. Catalogue inter-operability is a key concept to integrate related information sources from different providers. Graphical spatial search for metadata throughout the Web will be a future enhancement of the CDS through this cooperation and through its own efforts.
In future, users will not like to stop at the point where data are described. Wherever possible, access to raw data needs to be supported. CORBA architecture will be used to achieve this. The concept of distributed data and unified access leads to the need for implementing a data warehouse with WinCDS being the entry point to information services, performed either locally or distributed.
Both activities, implementing catalogue inter-operability and data access, create a need for further harmonisation and standardisation on meta information handling and on the design of environmental databases to ensure that information can be found, exchanged and compared. The ETC/CDS will play a key role in this harmonisation process on a European level in the future in order to supply the above described services. 
